Although malnutrition is a problem in Africa, South Africa and some other African countries are exporters of food. Why, then, is there a problem with malnutrition in general, and vitamin A deficiency in particular, in Africa? The causes of malnutrition can often be traced to limitations in food availability and accessibility and limited behavioral choices.
Food-based approaches offer the opportunity to address all three limitations. Well-designed programs have not only improved accessibility, but through empowering communities, and women in particular, have increased the availability of food to vulnerable groups. It has also been argued that increasing the choice of foods is an important part of development. Therefore food-based approaches are essential.
The holistic nature of the life cycle is an advantage in using it as the basis for promoting a food-based approach to eliminate vitamin A deficiency in Africa. Multigenerational households are common in Africa. The life-cycle approach allows for broader assessment and analysis of possible vitamin A deficiency and allows for linkages to other sectors. This enables integration among programs.
There are also challenges to using the life-cycle approach to promoting the food-based approach to eliminate vitamin A deficiency in Africa. Intrahousehold food distribution does not always result in the individual in most need receiving the vitamin A-rich foods.
Food-based approaches can be linked to other strategies, such as fortification or supplementation. Shortcomings of fortification and supplementation, such as the limited accessibility and availability of fortified foods and the low coverage of supplementation programs in most parts of Africa, make this linkage essential. Synergy among several approaches can result in increased coverage and can often result in increased availability of other resources by eliminating duplica-tion of effort. Success, whether from a single strategy or a combination of several, improves the image of policy makers.
There are, of course, challenges of linkages of a food-based approach with other strategies. Synergy often means working with several departments or bureaucracies, each with its own set of resources. There is the constant need to keep all groups working on the same overall goals and priorities.
A primary characteristic of a food-based approach is the need to link with other programs. Inputs from these programs are necessary for the food-based approach to be successful. For example, seeds suited for the particular ecosystem need to be provided. The programs need to have similar messages. However, linkages to other programs provide multiple opportunities for intervention.
The challenges with working with other programs are to ensure that the individuals involved in the programs understand each other; the goals of each one need to be related to the goals of the other(s). For example, nutritionists interested in eliminating vitamin A deficiency need to be able to express their concerns in terms of the goals of educators-to increase school attendance or achievement. Another challenge is that other programs often do not see food-based approaches as viable.
Recommendations
All strategies for eliminating vitamin A deficiency should be combined and weighted depending on the specific situation. There needs to be a comprehensive assessment at all levels of the accessibility and behavioral characteristics of the population. It is important to remember that a food-based strategy should result in community empowerment.
